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ABSTRACT
Scardetta, Joseph R. In the Presence of an Unknown Light. Unpublished Master of Music
thesis, University of Northern Colorado, 2012.
In the Presence of an Unknown Light is an original operatic setting of an early
chapter of Les Misérables by Victor Hugo. In the scene, Monseigneur Bienvenu visits a
former member of the French Convention who is close to death. The work is
characterized by the heavy use of leitmotif to connect the music to the characters and
themes within the text. The form, following the text, divides the scene into several
smaller sections, each with their own musical vocabulary. The composition employs a
variety of musical styles, including nueva canción, to connect the nineteenth-century text
with a twenty-first-century audience.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In the Presence of an Unknown Light is my first venture in composing opera. I
created the libretto by adapting a chapter from a public-domain English translation of Les
Misérables by Victor Hugo. The form of the opera scene follows the form of the chapter.
Through the use of leitmotif, text painting, and various musical styles, I have created a
composition that reflects my own interpretation of Hugo’s text and the subtext as I
perceive it. In the Presence of an Unknown Light is the capstone achievement of my
education at the University of Northern Colorado and, as a work of art, represents my
growth as a composer over the last two years.
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CHAPTER II
LIBRETTO
Synopsis
The libretto was adapted from Chapter X: “The Bishop in the Presence of an
Unknown Light” of Book First: “A Just Man” of Volume I: “Fantine” of Les Misérables
by Victor Hugo.1 Twenty years after the French Revolution, during the time when France
was still ruled by Napoleon I, a former member of the French Convention, who had not
voted for the death of the king but was still considered a “quasi-regicide,” lives isolated
from society, far from the bishop’s town, in the countryside. The bishop, having heard
rumors that he is dying, travels to the former conventionary’s home to visit the dying
man. Victor Hugo gives the former member of the convention the peculiar name of
“G----.”
The scene takes place entirely inside G----’s small hut and begins when the bishop
arrives there. After introductions are made, the bishop comments that he is pleased that
the former conventionary does not seem to be ill, but G---- replies that he will die within
three hours. G---- explains to the bishop how he knows he is dying and that he would
have liked to last until dawn, but he shall die by starlight. The bishop then congratulates
the former conventionary for not voting for the death of the king. G---- responds that he

1

Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, trans. Isabel F. Hapgood (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell,
1887) https://www.gutenberg.org/files/135/135-h/135-h.htm (2016), accessed 1 April
2017.
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did vote for the end of the tyrant: ignorance, and that man should be governed only by
science. The bishop adds, “and conscience,” to which G---- explains, “Conscience is the
innate science within us.”
G---- begins to explain to the bishop why he voted for the Republic, concedes that
they destroyed the old regime in deeds but not entirely in ideas, and proclaims the French
Revolution to be the consecration of humanity. G---- concludes his argument by saying
that the brutalities of progress are called revolutions and that the human race has been
treated harshly, but that it has progressed. The bishop exclaims that progress should
believe in God, and that an atheist is a bad leader for the human race.
All of the sudden, the former conventionary begins to tremble and fall. He has a
vision of an infinite selfhood and professes to believe in an infinite God. The bishop,
taken aback, remembers the initial reason for his visit and asks the old man if it would be
regrettable if they had met in vain. Close to death, G---- recounts how he has spent his
life, all the good he was able to do, how he was treated by the masses, how he came to
accept his isolation, and asks the bishop what he has come to ask of him. The bishop
answers, “Your blessing,” and kneels down. When the bishop stands up again, G---- is
dead.

Themes
Victor Hugo touches on a number of different themes in this chapter of Les
Misérables, but my opera scene primarily focuses on three of these themes: politics,
religion and death. Hugo’s text contrasts the politics of the French Revolution,
represented by the former conventionary, with the French politics in 1814 under

4
Napoleon I, represented by the bishop. Hugo also contrasts the bishop’s Roman
Catholicism with the atheism (or as I see it, pantheism) of the former conventionary.
Finally, the theme of death, more specifically death from old age, is the ominous theme
throughout this particular chapter, and ultimately foreshadows the death of Jean Valjean
at the end of the novel.
The French Revolution is one of the most important events in human history, and
its ramifications have rippled across the globe and throughout history since its inception.
Its ideals of liberté, égalité, and fraternité,2 have informed popular uprisings from the
various nineteenth-century nationalist movements in Europe, to the Arab Spring of 2011,
and beyond. Hugo balances the ideals of the French Revolution with the reality of its
atrocities in the lengthy debate between the bishop and the former conventionary. In
Hugo’s text, G---- compares the atrocities of various figures of the French Revolution
with figures from the monarchy who committed similar atrocities, to show that there is
good and evil on both sides. This section of the chapter does not appear in my scene
because I felt that my American audience would not be familiar with these esoteric
figures from French history. Instead I focus on the reasons why G---- supports the French
Revolution, and why the bishop opposes it.
Religion also plays an important role in this scene. During the French Revolution,
the First French Republic sought to eliminate the influence of the Roman Catholic
Church on French society because they saw the Church as just as much a source of
slavery and evil as the monarchy. The bishop is of course a Roman Catholic priest, and
assumes that the former conventionary is an atheist like any other revolutionary.

2

liberty, equality, and brotherhood
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However, Hugo creates deep, three-dimensional characters, and the audience comes to
learn that G---- does indeed believe in God: a God of the infinite. This major turning
point for the former conventionary is also a turning point for the bishop, and informs his
treatment towards Jean Valjean in the following chapters.
Hugo opens this chapter with rumors of the former conventionary’s imminent
demise, begins the discussion between G---- and the bishop with G---- explaining the
severity of his condition, and ends the chapter with the death of G----. Even when the
discussion transitions to political, philosophical and religious debate, the specter of death
weighs heavily over the former conventionary throughout the entire scene. G----’s death
is tragic, but it also represents a spiritual rebirth for the bishop, which will influence his
actions throughout the rest of his life.

6

CHAPTER III
MUSICAL ANALYSIS
Leitmotifs
A major characteristic of In the Presence of an Unknown Light is its heavy use of
leitmotif. The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians defines leitmotif as:
a theme, or other coherent musical idea, clearly defined so as to retain its
identity if modified on subsequent appearances, whose purpose is to
represent or symbolize a person, object, place, idea, state of mind,
supernatural force or any other ingredient in a dramatic work.3
There are five significant leitmotifs within In the Presence of an Unknown Light which
represent recurring themes within the text and inform the overall structure of the scene.

Ex. 3.1. Scardetta: In the Presence of an Unknown Light, mm. 1-4 (Flute and Harp).4
The leitmotif in Ex. 3.1 is what I call the “Night” motif. The “Night” motif
represents night and darkness as a metaphor for the end of life and is closely associated
3

Arnold Whittall, “Leitmotif,” New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed.
(online version, 2007; accessed 4 April 2017),
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/
article_citations/grove/music/16360?q=leitmotif&search=quick&source=omo_gmo&po
s=1&_start=1
4
Appendix B, p. 36
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with the former conventionary who is near the end of his life. The “Night” motif has a
solemn tone and is almost always found in a minor key within the scene (in Ex. 3.1, it is
in B-flat minor). Its simplistic melody and harmony illustrate the simplicity of G----’s life
in exile. The opening rhythm of two quarter-notes beginning on the third beat is
reminiscent of a gavotte, a type of dance which, in the late-eighteenth century, was
associated with the lower classes. The “Night” motif opens and closes the scene, and
appears more often throughout the scene, in a variety of transformations, than any other
leitmotif.

Ex. 3.2. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 5-11 (Piano).5
I call the leitmotif featured in Ex. 3.2 the “Dawn” motif, as it is the antithesis of
the “Night” motif. The “Dawn” motif represents the dawn and light as a metaphor for
youth and is closely associated with the bishop, but more loosely than the association of
the “Night” motif with the former conventionary. To create a starker contrast with the

5

Appendix B, pp. 36-37

8
“Night” motif, the “Dawn” motif uses hemiola and quarter-note triplets to give the
illusion that the tempo has abruptly increased. The melody is based on the extendedtertian chord tones of a dominant-seventh chord, moving upward in wide leaps of
alternating sevenths and fourths to create an agile and uplifting motive to represent youth.
While many readers of Les Misérables might not associate the bishop with the quality of
youth, he is much younger than the former conventionary, and the juxtaposition of the
“Night” motif and the “Dawn” motif creates a severe melodic and harmonic distinction
which mirrors the differences between the two characters.
One of the more striking transformations of the “Dawn” motif (Ex 3.3) occurs
twice in the opera scene: first, at the end of G----’s Arietta (mm. 91-93)6, and then again,
expanded, at the end of G----’s Final Aria (mm. 512-518).7

6
7

Appendix B, p. 42
Appendix B, pp. 76-77
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Ex. 3.3. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 91-93 (Orchestra).
The “Dawn” motif has been fully orchestrated with all members of the orchestra taking
part. The harmony has been transformed from extended-dominant chord tones to chord
tones from a major-major seventh chord. The melody in the harp, rhythmically
diminished, alternates first octaves and thirds, then ascending tenths and descending
fifths or fourths. The melody in the right hand of the piano, rhythmically augmented,
alternates sixths and fifths. When this occurs at the end of G----’s Arietta, it is to illustrate
“starlight;” G---- sings “I shall die by starlight.” At the end of G----’s Final Aria, the
bishop sings “your blessing” on the same pitches as G----’s “starlight” at the moment of
G----’s death, fulfilling G----’s initial prophesy that he would die by starlight.

Ex. 3.4. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 26-27 (Piano and Contrabass)8 and inversion.
I call the leitmotif in the first two measures of Ex. 3.4 the “Bishop’s God” motif. The
“Bishop’s God” motif represents the bishop, the Catholic Church, Christ, the bishop’s
initial prejudice against the former conventionary, and the former conventionary’s
grievances against the Catholic Church. It features quite dissonant harmonies, which

8

Appendix B, p. 38
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reflect the tension within the themes it represents; it is often used for modulations within
the music. The homorhythmic texture of the “Bishop’s God” motif is reminiscent of a
chorale or anthem in a religious tone. It is most often used as word painting to highlight
text associated with the ideas it represents, such as in measures 274-276,9 when it
accompanies the text, “the advent of Christ.” When the “Bishop’s God” motif appears
inverted it becomes the “Atheist” motif, representing the former conventionary, atheism,
and the object of the bishop’s prejudice.

Ex. 3.5. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 251-257.10
9

Appendix B, p. 58
Appendix B, pp. 55-56

10

11
At one point during the “French Revolution” section of the opera scene (Ex. 3.5),
the “Bishop’s God” motif and the “Atheist” motif are juxtaposed against one another,
with the “Atheist” motif dovetailing the “Bishop’s God” motif. The bishop exclaims, “I
distrust and demolition complicated with wrath!” and the former conventionary replies,
“Right has its wrath!” The use of the two motives illustrates the clashing political
opinions of the bishop and the former conventionary using these two equal, yet opposite,
leitmotifs, while maintaining a similar tonal language and acting as a transition to the
next section by destabilizing the previous tonality and modulating to the following
tonality.

Ex. 3.6. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 50-53 (Flute).11
The leitmotif illustrated in Ex. 3.6 is unlike the other leitmotifs. It represents the
story of Les Misérables, and as such, I have named it the “Misérables” motif. The
“Misérables” motif serves as a catch-all leitmotif to connect what is going in the scene to
the overall story. It is my plan to expand this opera scene into a full length opera about
Monseigneur Bienvenu, the bishop, and if I have the opportunity, to write operas about
other characters in Les Misérables. The “Misérables” motif is featured heavily in G----’s
Arietta and Final Aria and serves as the basis for most of the melodic material in those
sections. It also appears several times throughout the opera scene serving as transitional
material to move the music, and the plot, forward, sometimes left unresolved as in Ex.
3.6, and sometimes resolving down to the tonic. When it appears in the Climax sections,

11

Appendix B, p. 40
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it is metrically altered so that the accents occur every three eighth-notes, in a complexduple meter.
The last significant leitmotif featured in In the Presence of an Unknown Light is one I call
the “Infinite God” motif (Ex. 3.7). The “Infinite God” motif represents the God of the
infinite that the former conventionary refers to in the Climax section, as well as
G----’s righteousness and the bishop’s transformation. The “Infinite God” motif forms the
structural basis of the Unknown Light section, and is featured prominently at the closing
of the French Revolution section, within G----’s Final Aria, and in the Closing of the
opera scene.

Ex. 3.7. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 519-522.12
This leitmotif is a self-referential quote from an earlier composition of mine for
solo piano called Scalene Paradigms, specifically the second movement: Trinity. Each
movement of Scalene Paradigms represents a different realm of the human experience;
Trinity represents the mental realm. I quoted my piano piece because I felt G----’s
Infinite God was related to the introspective, spiritual experience I was aspiring to
illustrate in Trinity.
Like the “Bishop’s God” motif, the “Infinite God” motif also has a chorale-like
texture, creating a somber, religious tone; however, this leitmotif has much more

12

Appendix B, p. 77
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consonant harmonies reflecting the reconciliation of differences between the former
conventionary and the bishop. Its harmonies are almost entirely based on nonfunctional
triads, sometimes featuring cover tones which add extended tertian chord tones. The
“Infinite God” motif is one example of how I projected my own spirituality onto the
interpretation of Hugo’s text.

Form
Opening and First Dialog

Juxtaposition of leitmotifs

G----’s Arietta

Late Romantic style with
heavy chromaticism
Rapid modulation through
various modes and keys
Nueva canción and other PanAmerican styles

Second Dialog
The French Revolution with
Bishop’s interjections
Climax:
I. G----’s Closing Argument
II. Bishop’s Final Rebuttal
III. The Unknown Light
G----’s Final Aria
Closing

I. Modified Salsa (militaristic)
II. Transformations of
“Bishop’s God” leitmotif
III. Transformations of
“Infinite God” leitmotif
Reprise of G----’s Arietta
expanded
“Infinite God” and “Night”
leitmotifs

m. 1-C pp. 36-39 (Appendix
B)
C-H pp. 39-42
H-K pp. 42-45
K-V pp. 45-60
V-C1 pp. 60-69
I. V-X pp. 60-62
II. X-Z pp. 62-65
III. Z-C1 pp. 65-69
C1-P1 pp. 69-77
P1-end p. 77

Fig. 3.1 Table of Formal Sections within In the Presence of an Unknown Light
In the Presence of an Unknown Light is divided into seven sections of varying
length in service of the text (Fig. 3.1). The Opening and First Dialog is characterized by
the juxtaposition of the first three significant leitmotifs: the “Night” motif, the “Dawn”
motif, and the “Bishop’s God” motif, to associate the characters with their respective
motifs. The various leitmotifs dovetail and interrupt one another to mimic the
conversation that is going on. At rehearsal B (m. 33)13 a metric modulation occurs and

13

Appendix B, p. 38
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the piano plays an ostinato based on the “Dawn motif” which the bishop sings over in a
quasi-improvised style. This first section is very short and serves only to introduce the
audience to the characters and create the associations with the leitmotifs that will occur
throughout the rest of the scene.

Ex. 3.8. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 46-70 (Orchestra simplified)14
G----’s Arietta is the first dramatic shift in musical style and tone within the opera
scene. Beginning with a solo flute invocation of a modified “Misérables” motif, the
sections begins in a fairly standard d minor, but slowly begins to disintegrate into heavy
chromaticism. During his arietta, the former conventionary sings about his physical
condition and his impending death. The music imitates this which a thick harmonic
texture in the harp, piano, flute, and contrabass, that slowly descend moving notes down

14

Appendix B, pp. 39-41
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by step, one at a time. The vibraphone adds a foreboding sense with its regular quarternote rhythm. The harmonic and voice-leading analysis in Ex. 3.8 shows how the harmony
slowly dissolves from d minor in m. 46 to Ab Major in m. 70.
The Second Dialog section is characterized by frequent modulations in a variety
of different modes—major, minor, octatonic, and whole-tone—to illustrate the arguments
and counterarguments made by the bishop and the former conventionary. Ex. 3.9 covers
the entire length of this very short section and shows the various modes and key centers
throughout the Second Dialog. The various modes also illuminate the emotions felt by the
different characters. The bishop’s opening statement in a whole-tone mode is mocking
the former conventionary. When G---- responds, he sings in a solemn and serious c
minor. While explaining “the tyrant: ignorance” his melody shifts into a dissonant
octatonic mode indicating his extreme dislike for monarchy which swiftly modulates to
an uplifting B Major with his words, “While science is authority rightly understood.” The
juxtaposition of the “Infinite God” motif (appearing in the scene here, for the very first
time) and the Bishop’s God motif are meant to pit science and conscience against one
another as opposites; the words are set a tritone apart from one another. The section ends
with the “Misérables” motif in the flute, candencing in b-flat minor, the opening key of
the next section.
The French Revolution section is by far the longest section of the opera at 166
measures long. It incorporates a number of different styles to illustrate and punctuate the
major points made by the former conventionary as to the reasons why he supported the
French Revolution. The section opens with a recitative in the Classical style, followed by
a longer aria section in various Latin American styles modeled after the nueva canción

16

Ex. 3.9. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 96-134 (Voices).15
genre. Nueva canción is a style of music that developed in South America in the early
1970’s and is characterized by traditional folk idioms native to that region as well as a

15

Appendix B, pp. 43-45
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contemporary political and social consciousness. My music is stylized after nueva
canción and a few other Latin American styles to create a Pan-American sound world to
illustrate the revolutionary spirit of the former conventionary. This revolutionary spirit is
highlighted by the use of an off-stage, unpitched chorus chanting protest slogans from the
pro-democracy movement in early-1970’s Chile surrounding the election of President
Salvador Allende.
The recitative that opens the French Revolution section is followed by a brief
instrumental interlude which introduces the main musical theme of this section, before
the vocalist enters with G----’s refrain, “In voting for the Republic, I voted for that.” This
is the most traditional part of the opera in its form: recitative, instrumental introduction,
da capo aria (ABA).

Ex. 3.10. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 265-266.16

16

Appendix B, p. 57
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Beginning in measure 261,17 the protest chanters—accompanied by snare drum—
begin to chant, “¡El pueblo unido jamás será vencido!”18 which is a protest slogan that
originated in Chile in 1970 and was popularized in song by the nueva canción bands Inti
Illimani and Quilapayún. This song entered the zeitgeist of American classical music in
1975 when American composer Frederic Rzewski premiered a set of 36 variations on the
Chilean song. The slogan itself has been a mainstay at protest demonstrations across the
globe ever since. In measure 265, the orchestra enters with an ostinato, based on the
original chord progression, that repeats four and a half times. The harp plays the chords
in a guitar voicing, very close to the sounding board to mimic the timbre of the guitar.
The flute plays an original countermelody stylized after music for Andean panpipes.
The Climax is divided into three sections: The G----’s Closing Argument, The
Bishop’s Final Rebuttal, and The Unknown Light. The first two sections are pushing
forward with varied rhythms and meters, while the Unknown Light section is
characterized by a sense of rhythmic and harmonic stasis at a very slow tempo.
In G----’s Final Rebuttal (Ex. 3.11), there are a number of Latin American styles
happening simultaneously. The piano plays a salsa rhythm with a characteristic
syncopated quarter note on the “and” of beat two. The snare drum plays a modified
march with accents on beat one, the “and” of beat two, and beat four with a dotted
rhythm to accentuate the three-eighth-note subdivisions of the measure. Contrabass starts
out with a typical Latin bass rhythm, but switched to straight quarter notes as it
approaches the cadence in the middle measure 308. The voice part also adds to the

17
18

Appendix B, p. 56
The people united will never be defeated!

19

Ex. 3.11. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 303-309.19

19

Appendix B, pp. 60-61

20
intensity as the music approaches the cadence with melismatic text setting. Harp glissandi
add another level of color to the dense texture in between vocal phrases. Finally, when
the orchestra cadences on a powerful C-Major chord (m. 308-309), the flute embellishes
the texture with a syncopated flourish reminiscent of South American harp.

Ex. 3.12. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 322-331.20
The Bishop’s Final Rebuttal section is built primarily upon transformations of the
“Bishop’s God” motif played consecutively, including its inversion, the “Atheist” motif.
The motifs are accompanied by arpeggiations of the harmonic material. This section of
the Climax opens with the “Misérables” motif accompanied by arpeggios in the right
hand of the piano, stylized after the minimalist operas of Philip Glass. In measure 226,
the texture changes and the piano plays the blocked chords of the “Bishop’s” God motif’s
harmonic material accompanied by arpeggios of those same chords in the harp to
highlight the text: “should believe in God!” When the Bishop declares, “He who is an
atheist, is but a bad leader” (m. 338)21 the piano plays arpeggiations of the inverted

20
21

Appendix B, pp. 62-63
Appendix B, p. 63
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harmonies, or the “Atheist” motif, accompanied by the flute which takes on the inverted
contrabass line.

Ex. 3.13. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 352-359 (Percussion, Piano, Contrabass).22
At the close of the Bishop’s Final Rebuttal (Ex. 3.13), a short orchestral interlude
transitions to the final section of the Climax with a sequential layering of the “Night”
motif against the “Dawn” motif, accompanied by piano tremolos and a suspended cymbal
roll on top of a timpani while its pitch is sliding up and down. This section accompanies
action on stage which corresponds to the following passage from Les Misérables:
The former representative of the people made no reply. He was seized with
a fit of trembling. He looked towards heaven, and in his glance a tear
gathered slowly. When the eyelid was full, the tear trickled down his livid
cheek, and he said, almost in a stammer, quite low, and to himself, while
his eyes were plunged in the depths:23
22

Appendix B, pp. 64-65
Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, trans. Isabel F. Hapgood (New York: Thomas Y.
Crowell, 1887) https://www.gutenberg.org/files/135/135-h/135-h.htm (2016), accessed 1
April 2017.
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The Unknown Light section of the climax is the centerpiece of the entire opera
scene. It marks the most significant turning point for both the former conventionary and
the bishop within their respective character arcs. G---- has a vision of infinite self whom
he identifies as God, and Monseigneur Bienvenu is reminded of the former
conventionary’s humanity in light of his death. This is the moment of reconciliation for
both characters with one another.
The harmonic material of the Unknown Light section is derived from the “Infinite
God” motif and subsequent transpositions. Other than the Closing section of the opera
scene, this is the slowest tempo in the scene. The orchestra plays oscillating major and
minor triads that meander through tonal space at regular half-note pulses, while the
melody of the singers is derived from the diatonic modes of whatever harmony is
accompanying them at that given moment. The setting of the text is extremely syllabic
and the rhythms are based on the natural patterns of speech. All these elements combine
to create an intimate space of reverence within the form of the opera scene.
I took great care in setting this part of the text to music. In Ex. 3.14, G---- sings,
“There is then an ‘I.’ That ‘I’ of the infinite is God!” His melody—doubled in the
contrabass part—is ascending to the highest note in his tessitura for the word “God.” As
the orchestra approaches the God point, the piano too has an ascending line moving in
stepwise motion, with notes from the modes of the underlying harmony. In Ex. 3.14, the
harmony, which is repeated three times, is E Major – d minor – E Major – Bb Major.
Twice the flute plays a melody meant to evoke a chant or prayer and symbolize God in
the human voice with a lyrical line. The pitches in the God melody are based on the Latin
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text et in saecula saeculorum24 by assigning pitches based on the vowels of the Latin and
their respective solfege syllables: re mi re ut la re ut sol ut. The actual pitches of the God
melody are determined by the mode of the underlying harmony at the moment of attack.
When G---- finally sings the word “God,” he is accompanied by the full orchestra which
crescendos to forte. The full orchestration and intricate polyrhythms are meant to
represent the Infinite God personified as the Aggregate: all that is seen and unseen.

Ex. 3.14. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 374-379.25
G----’s Final Aria is a reprise of G----’s Arietta which occurred earlier in the
opera scene. It is expanded through melodic and harmonic repetition and transposition of
the Arietta’s long phrases and the inclusion of all of the significant leitmotifs. I chose to
bring back this music to connect the text to the theme of death, since the last time this
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music was heard G---- was singing about how he will die. At the end of the long final aria
G---- asks Monseigneur Bienvenu, “What is it that you have come to ask of me?” to
which the bishop replies, “Your blessing,” accompanied by the “starlight” motif. The
scene closes with the “Infinite God” motif followed by a slower “Night” motif to mark
the passing of the former conventionary.

Style and Instrumentation
In the Presence of an Unknown Light is not composed in a single style, but rather
uses the musical languages of many styles. Since I began my studies at the University of
Northern Colorado, I have noticed a change in my process of composition. Inspired by
what I have learned in many of the classes I have taken at the School of Music, my music
now, for the most part, uses multiple different styles and compositional techniques within
a single piece. This is by no means a new idea, as many pieces of music from the
Classical and Romantic periods utilize multiple styles and methods of composition, often
within a single movement. By using multiple styles and methods, my compositions
reflect the pluralism in art, music and culture of society of our current moment in history.
Many of the styles used in this opera scene were modelled after other operas
within the repertoire. The French Revolution section opens with a classic recitative,
similar to those found in Handel oratorios or Mozart operas. The transition in the Climax
section between G----’s Closing Argument and the Bishop’s Final Rebuttal sounds much
like the minimalist operas of John Adams and Philip Glass. G----’s Arietta and Final Aria
are in a late-Romantic style heavily influenced by Chopin’s e minor Prelude, Op. 28, No.
4 and Barber’s Adagio for Strings. Each of these styles have cultural and emotional
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associations for the listener and help to express the subtext of what is happening at any
given moment in the scene. The most striking stylistic influence on style in this opera
scene comes from Latin America in the form of nueva canción.
Nueva canción is a style of music originating in Chile, heavily associated with
political activism and social consciousness, that has spread throughout Latin America in
the decades since 1970. It was my hope that by employing nueva canción style, the
audience would draw a parallel between the French Revolution and the democratic
election of Allende, or a parallel between Napoleon I and Pinochet. The addition of
protest chants in Spanish highlight this comparison, while also alienating my Englishspeaking audience just enough to still have sympathy for the bishop.

Ex. 3.15. Scardetta: IPUL, mm. 160-171.26
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The opening instrumental interlude of the aria in the French Revolution section
(Ex. 3.15) combines a Latin bass rhythm in the contrabass with a prominent harp
accompaniment that embellishes the bass rhythm. The flute enters with the melody of the
refrain, heavily ornamented, in its low register. The flute then plays a second melody,
which later serves as a countermelody to the verses in the aria, supported by the
vibraphone. The harp is meant to emulate the various plucked-string instruments used in
nueva canción music—the guitar, the charango, and the Andean harp—while the flute
emulates the traditional flutes from the Andes regions of South American: Andean
panpipes in the low register and the quena in the middle-high register.
The choice to use the flute and the harp as analogs to these traditional South
American instruments rather than using the traditional instruments themselves was not
merely out of necessity, but also for their connections to French music. Both the modern
flute and the modern harp have played prominent rolls in French classical music,
especially in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. In creating a new
interpretation on a French classic, which itself is looking back in history, I felt it was
important to take advantage of various cultural associations to obscure the historical
context and relate it to the present-day audience. By invoking the French Revolution and
nueva canción together, I am calling attention to the ways in which human history echoes
through time and across the globe.

27

CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION
In the Presence of an Unknown Light is a new chamber opera scene which strives
to take a small excerpt of Les Misérables and relate it to our modern, global society. The
music sheds a new and different light on Hugo’s text by capitalizing on the historical and
contemporary cultural associations with the various styles of music and the
instrumentation in the composition. The form, which closely follows the text, divides the
scene into smaller sections each with their own spirit and purpose. Leitmotifs transform
concepts and characters into distinct musical expressions which illustrate their differences
and reconcile them with one another. Music and text work together to comment on the
universal themes of politics, religion, and death. In the Presence of an Unknown Light
represents my most succinct expression of my interpretation of my favorite chapter from
my favorite novel.
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LIBRETTO
In the Presence of an Unknown Light
Adapted from Les Misérables by Victor Hugo, translated by Isabel F. Hapgood
G----:

This is the first time since I have lived here that anyone has visited me.
Who are you sir?

Bishop:
G----:
Bishop:

My name is Bienvenu Myriel.
I have heard that name. Are you my Bishop?
Bishop? Something like that.
I am pleased to see that I have been misinformed. You certainly do not
seem to me to be ill.

G----:

Monsieur, I shall die three hours hence.
I am something of a doctor; I know how the last hour draws on.
Yesterday only my feet were cold. Today the chill is in my knees.
Now I feel it mounting to my waist. When it reaches my heart, I shall
stop.
It is good to see a man on the point of death. I should have liked to last
until the dawn, but I shall hardly last three hours. So be it! I shall die
by starlight.

Bishop:

I congratulate you sir. After all, you did not vote for the death of the
king.
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G----:

Do not congratulate me too much sir. I did vote for the end of the
tyrant.

Bishop:
G----:

What do you mean?
That man has a tyrant: ignorance. That tyrant engendered royalty
which is authority falsely understood. While science is authority
rightly understood. Man should be governed only by science.

Bishop:
G----:

And conscience.
It is the same thing. Conscience is the innate science within us.
As for Louis the Sixteenth, I said no. I did not think I had the right to
kill a man, but I felt it my duty to exterminate evil. In voting for the
Republic, I voted for that.

Protesters:
G----:

¡Canta una nueva canción!
In voting for the Republic, I voted for that.
I voted the end of the tyrant, the end of prostitution for woman, the end
of slavery for man, the end of night for the child.

Protesters:
G----:

¡El derecho de vivir en paz!
In voting for the Republic, I voted for that. We have caused the fall of
the old world, and the old world, that vase of miseries has become,
through its upsetting upon the human race, an urn of joy!

Bishop:
G----:

Mixed joy!
You may say troubled joy, and today, joy which has disappeared.
Alas! The work was incomplete. We demolished the old regime in
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(G----:)

deeds, but we were not able to suppress it entirely in ideas. To destroy
abuses is not enough; customs must change.

Bishop:

You may have demolished, and it may be of use to demolish, but I
distrust a demolition complicated with wrath!

G----:
Protesters:

Right has its wrath! And the wrath of Right is an element of Progress!
¡El pueblo unido jamás será vencido!
¡El pueblo unido jamás será vencido!
¡El pueblo unido jamás será vencido!

G----:

The French Revolution is the most important step of the human race
since the advent of Christ. It set free all the unknown social quantities.
It caused the waves of civilization to flow over the Earth. The French
Revolution is the consecration of humanity.
Yes! The brutalities of progress are called revolutions! When they are
over this fact is recognized that the human race has been treated
harshly, but that it has progressed!

Bishop:

Progress should believe in God! Good cannot have an impious
steward. He who is an atheist is but a bad but a bad leader for the
human race.

G----:

O Thou! O Ideal! Thou alone exist!
The infinite is. It is there. If the infinite had no self, the self would be a
limit upon the infinite. In other words, it would not exist.
There is then an “I.” That “I” of the infinite is God!
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Bishop:

This is the hour of God. Time presses. I came here as a priest, to you a
lonely soul, to one who is nearer to him who is in death. This is the
hour of God. Do you not think it would be regrettable if we had met in
vain?

G----:

Bishop, I have passed my life in meditation, study, and contemplation.
I was sixty years of age when my country commanded me to concern
myself with its affairs. I obeyed.
Abuses existed; I combatted them. Tyrannies existed; I destroyed
them. Rights and principles existed; I proclaimed and confessed them.
Our country was invaded; I defended it.
I have aided the oppressed and comforted the suffering. I tore cloth
from the altar, it is true, but it was to bind up the wounds of my
country. I have always upheld the march forward of the human race:
forward towards the Light.
I have done my duty within my powers and all the good I was able.
After which I was hunted down, persecuted and cursed. For many
years, I with my white hair have been conscious that many think they
have the right to despise me.
To the poor, ignorant masses I present the visage of one damned, and I
accept this isolation of hatred without hating anyone myself.
I am eighty-six years old. I am on the point of death. What is it that
you have come to ask of me?

Bishop:

Your blessing.
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In the Presence of an Unknown Light
Chamber Opera Scene
Music and Libretto by
Joseph Scardetta
Libretto adapted from
Les Misérables by Victor Hugo
Translated by Isabel F. Hapgood

Instrumentation
Bishop (solo Tenor voice)
G---- (solo Bass voice)
Protest Chanters (unpitched Chorus)
Flute
Piano
Percussion
Timpani (G2-D3)
Bell Tree
Snare Drum
Suspended Cymbal
Splash Cymbal
Vibraphone
Harp
Contrabass

